Abstract. Thyroxine-binding globulin (TBG) 
key role in the peripheral metabolism of TBG. Since the serum of patients with liver disease often contains large amounts of several desialylated glycoproteins, the aim of the present studies was to characterize circulating TBG and to examine the possible presence of desialylated TBG (dTBG) (Ashwell & Morell 1974) . Thyroxine-binding glo¬ bulin (TBG), the main thyroid hormone transport protein in man (Gershengorn et al. 1980) , is a glycoprotein which contains approximately 10 sialic acid residues per molecule and follows this same metabolic pathway (Refetoff et al. 1975) . In pa¬ tients with a variety of acute and chronic liver diseases, the presence of large quantities of circu¬ lating desialylated glycoproteins has been reported (Marshall et al. 1974 . Likewise the presence of a T4 binding protein with characteristics similar to those of desialylated TBG (dTBG) was occa¬ sionally found in patients with hepatic cirrhosis (Marshall et al. 1972; Gärtner et al. 1981 (Glinoer et al. 1978 ) was used as ligand (specific activity: 50 mCi/mg). Rat liver cell plasma membranes were prepared by a previously described method, using differential ultracentrifugation in dis¬ continuous sucrose gradient (Ray 1970 
Detection of dTBG
Human TBG used in the present studies was purified by previously reported methods (Sand & Glinoer 1983 (Bordas et al. 1981 ). Fig. 4 shows the results of preliminary experiments using purified TBG before and after (Zinn et al. 1978) . Sialic acid residues play a key role in the regulation E 1 H of the metabolism of several serum glycoproteins: the removal of sialic acid, with the consequent exposure of the penultimate galactosyl residues, is followed by a rapid clearance of the desialylated glycoproteins from the circulation, after binding to specific hepatocyte plasma membrane receptors (Ashwell & Morell 1974) . Human TBG has been shown to follow a similar pathway (Refetoff et al. 1975 ).
TBG displays a typical charge microheterogenei¬ ty when analyzed bv isoelectric focusing techniques (Marshall et al. 1973; Sand & Glinoer 1983 ). The microheterogeneity of TBG was attributed to dif¬ ferences in the sialic acid content of the molecule subspecies (Gartner et al. 1981) . It can, however, not be accounted for entirely by sialic acid varia¬ tion, since the enzymatic desialylation of TBG does not result in the total disappearance of the charge differences observed in IEF (Sand et al. 1982 (Daiger et al. 1981) . Additional studies of TBG purified from single black or white normal donors suggested also that differences in the aminoacid composition of the molecule were involved in this polymorphism (Grimaldi et al. 1983 (Marshall et al. 1974 
